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SPACES OF HOPE? 
 
Spaces of Political Pedagogy: Occupy! And Other Experiments in Adult Learning.  
Cassie Earl, Routledge, London, 2018, 195pages, ISBN 978-1-138-63321-6  
This book focuses on three sites of µHPDQFLSDWRU\OHDUQLQJ¶± Occupy London, the Social 
Science Centre in Lincoln and the Student as Producer initiative at the University of Lincoln. 
Based on primary research conducted in and with these movements and institutions, Earl 
poses WKUHHFHQWUDOTXHVWLRQV)LUVWO\WRZKDWH[WHQWµDWUDQVIRUPDWLYHFULWLFDOSHGDJRJ\¶ was 
practiced within the sites; secondly, whether connections and lines of continuity can be traced 
between them; and thirdly, what lessons might be learned from their respective successes and 
failures. Earl offers some refreshingly honest responses to these questions and the book 
makes a valuable contribution to our understanding of social movement learning. 
The book is driven and animated by hope. Earl opens by declaring herself committed to the 
project of hope and utopia and promises us a book exploring spaces and pedagogies of hope 
LQDQDWWHPSWµWRFRQWULEXWHWRKRSH¶LWVHOI While critical of certain aspects of the learning 
spaces she explores, Earl QRQHWKHOHVVVHHNVWRFDSWXUHWKHµHYHU-SUHVHQWKRSH¶RIWKRse 
involved (9). Although never fully articulating what she understands hope to be, I see this as 
a book seeking to give voice to, while contributing to the emergence of, what I have termed 
elsewhere critical and transformative hope (Webb, 2013). Earl certainly cannot be accused of 
easy optimism and the tensions in her accounts testify to hope as a site of struggle. 
(DUODSSURDFKHVKHUVWXG\IURPWKHSHUVSHFWLYHRIDXWRQRPLVW0DU[LVP-RKQ+ROORZD\¶V
Crack Capitalism is the main reference point and guide throughout her analysis and Earl tells 
us WKDWWKHYRLFHVRIWKRVHLQYROYHGLQ2FFXS\/RQGRQµEHJDQZLWK+ROORZD\¶VVFUHDP¶DQG
WKHQµEHJDQWRFRQVWLWXWHD0XOWLWXGH¶Together with Holloway, Freire provides a kind 
of backdrop to the study as Earl continually asks how best to deploy critical pedagogy as µD
WRROIRUVRFLDOFKDQJH¶and KRZµWRSODFHFULWLFDOSHGDJRJ\LQWKHVHUYLFHRIWKHQHZVRFLDO
PRYHPHQWV¶56, 60). In an interesting move, Earl then places Ira Shor and Jacques Rancière 
in dialogue, bringing The Ignorant Schoolmaster DQG6KRU¶VGHPRFUDWLFSRZHU-sharing 
pedagogy into contact with her research participants in order to assess their relevance and 
value to the project of revolutionary education. 
While Rancière speaks clearly to 2FFXS\¶s refrain that µDQ\RQHFDQWHDFKHYHU\RQHFDQ
OHDUQ¶, Earl concludes that µWKHLJQRUDQWVFKRROPDVWHUWKHVLVLVIODZHG¶6KHDUJXHVWKDW
her research supports the model of critical pedagogy developed by Shor, in which the teacher 
does not relinquish their expertise but has this questioned and examined by learners in the 
process of co-producing knowledge. As learners gain in confidence and self-understanding, 
WKHHGXFDWRUUHOLQTXLVKHVWKHLUSRZHUDQGµZLWKHUVDZD\¶This is where the book is at its 
most interesting, LQ(DUO¶VFODLPVWKDWµUHYROXWLRQDU\HGXFDWLRQFDQQRWGRZLWKRXWDVNLOOHG
SHGDJRJXHDWOHDVWLQLWLDOO\¶DQGWKDWVRFLDOPRYHPHQWVQHHGµVRPHNLQGRIRUJDQLVHG
SHGDJRJLFDOGLUHFWLRQ¶ 
Although the book explores three case study sites, the focus is placed firmly on Occupy 
London and the fieldwork conducted there between Autumn 2011²Spring 2012. One gets 
the feeling that the Social Science Centre (SSC) and Student as Producer (SaP) proved rather 
disappointing research sites, not only because of the limited extent to which they can 
JHQXLQHO\FODLPWRHPERG\µHPDQFLSDWRU\OHDUQLQJ¶EXWDOVREHFDXVHLQHDFKFDVHWKH
fieldwork mainly comprised interviews with one (and the same) person. Here Earl is 
diSORPDWLFLQKHUSKUDVLQJDVVKHWHOOVXVWRµH[HUFLVHVFHSWLFLVP¶ZKHQFRQVLGHULQJ0LNH
1HDU\¶VH[DOWHGGHVFULSWLRQVRIWKH66&DQG6D3DQGWRUHFRJQLVHWKDWKLVZRUGVDUH
µSUHGRPLQDQWO\UKHWRULF¶:KLOHJHVWXULQJWRZDUGVWRWKHUDGLFDOSRWHQWLDORIIered by 
ERWKWKHVHVLWHV(DUO¶VILHOGQRWHVULJKWO\UHFRJQLVHWKHH[DJJHUDWHGFODLPVPDGHRQWKHLU
behalf.  
(DUO¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWK2FFXS\/RQGRQLVfascinating as her account oscillates between hope 
DQGIUXVWUDWLRQ6KHFRQFHGHVKRQHVWO\WKDWµPDQ\VFKRODUs had a tendency to want to see only 
the best of Occupy. I was with them. I wanted to work in solidarity; I wanted to believe that 
2FFXS\ZDVZKDWLWVHHPHGWREHDQGPRUH¶7KLVZDVWUXHDOVRRIWKHRFFXSLHUV
WKHPVHOYHVDV(DUOQRWHVµDGXDOLW\DWplay, that people wanted to believe the movement was 
RQHWKLQJHYHQWKRXJKWKH\NQHZLWZDVQRW¶Her analysis then reflects the tension 
between the promise of Occupy²the birth of a new revolutionary subject, new social 
relations, new ways of being and living and doing²and the lived realities of a movement 
reproducing existing relations of oppression that was unable to perceive the dehumanising 
aspects of its own organisation and practice (99-101). 
EDUORIIHUVJORZLQJDVVHVVPHQWVRIµ2FFXS\¶VXQLTXHIRUPRIHGXFDWLRQDOFRPPRQV¶DQG
UDGLFDOH[SHULPHQWLQµVHOI-RUJDQLVHGHGXFDWLRQ¶$WWKHVDPHWLPHKRZHYHUVKH
DFNQRZOHGJHVWKHµWHPSWDWLRQWRRYHUURPDQWLFLVH¶WKHNLQGRIRUJDQLFOHDUQLQJ taking place 
and critiques some of the celebratory accounts of movement learning offered by autonomists. 
For Hardt and Negri, for example, µWKHVSDFHVFUHDWHGE\ERGLHVFRPLQJWRJHWKHUFUHDWHGWKH
PRYHPHQWDQGWKHOHDUQLQJWKDWHPHUJHGIURPLW¶,QUHDOLW\KRZHYHUWKHOHDUQLQJ
emerging from bodies coming together was limited in the extreme. Rather than liberating the 
imagination, the DVVHPEOHGERGLHVZHUHµUHSURGXFLQJVRPHGHELOLWDWLQJFDSLWDOLVWYDOXHV¶
(102). In this sense, Earl argues that Occupy /RQGRQµGHILHGWKHRU\¶. 
This is a significant claim and the central argument of the book is a powerful one. In the 
absence of the organic emergence of revolutionary theory and pedagogy, Earl argues that 
social movements require the intervention of pedagogues from outside. As she puts it, 
µWUDQVIRUPDWLYHSHGDJRJ\LQVWLJDWHGE\VNLOOHGSHGDJRJXHVFRXOGPDNHDQHVFDSHIURPWKH
enclosure RIFDSLWDOLVWDQGQHROLEHUDOVRFLDOUHODWLRQVDSRVVLELOLW\¶ Here the 
UHVHDUFKHUSHGDJRJXHZRXOGDFWDVµDFULWLFDOIULHQG¶HPEHGGHGZLWKLQWKHPRYHPHQWD
kind of pedagogue-in-residence picking up on oppressions and subjugations and turning them 
LQWRRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUOHDUQLQJDQGPXWXDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJ&RQVLVWHQWZLWK6KRU¶V
µZLWKHULQJDZD\¶RIWKHWHDFKHUKRZHYHUWKHµSHGDJRJLFDOOHDGHUVKLSPXVWEHZLOOLQJDEOH
DQGHQFRXUDJHGWRUHOLQTXLVKLWVOHDGHUVKLS¶RQFHPRYHPHQWDFWRUVKDGGHYeloped requisite 
skills of pedagogical self-monitoring (147). 
Who are the pedagogues Earl has in mind? She provides a clear answer: 
These initiatives seem to require the assistance of those who have spent their lives 
becoming experts in fields that are essential to the understanding of how to elicit 
social change: sociologists, psychologists, linguists, political theorists and many 
others including the educational theorist, all of whom reside for the most part within 
academe (125) 
Earl concludes the book with a call for students and researchers to create alliances with social 
movements to help bear witness to protests, demonstrations and occupations (154-5). This 
would allow academic voices to be heard within the activist community and activist voices to 
be KHDUGZLWKLQWKHDFDGHP\(DUO¶VXOWLPDWHJRDOKRZHYHULVWKHGLVVROXWLRQRIWKH
XQLYHUVLW\DVDFDGHPLFVDQGDFWLYLVWVZRUNWRJHWKHULQµturning whole cities into explicitly 
pedagogical sites¶ 
This is an important contribution to the field. In terms of style and structure, the book bears 
the hallmarks of its original form as a doctoral thesis (e.g. the extended discussion of 
methodology, methods and ethics in Chapter 2). The central argument, however, challenges 
anarchist and autonomist notions of organic social movement learning and poses serious 
questions about the potential role to be played by academics within social movements. This is 
something I have been grappling with in my own research (Webb, 2017; 2018) and Earl has 
provided plenty of food for thought. Some may be wary of the conclusions drawn²Earl is 
QRWDIUDLGWRXVHWKHZRUGµYDQJXDUG¶²but the position is developed and presented with 
admirable clarity. $OWKRXJKVKHGRHVQRWXVHWKHWHUPWKHFRQFHSWRIµWKHYDQLVKLQJ
PHGLDWRU¶FRPHVWRPLQGWRGHVFULEHWKHUROHRI(DUO¶VSHGDJRJXH$YDQLVKLQJPHGLDWRULVD
bearer of change that disappears and is forgotten about once the change has occurred. The 
dissolution of the university and the disappearance of the academic is a µXWRSLDQIXWXUH¶IRU
sure (154). 
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